Service 17 July 2011

Subject: The Miraculous Draught of Fishes

Luke 5,1-11
Dear Parishioners

I have recently been thinking a lot about what people have to endure and deal with in life. Most often when I go and visit a member of our congregation, I encounter a situation that is for many of them not very easy to handle. Especially when people are getting older this can be quite a challenging process to say the least. There are so many things that human beings have to endure and that can make lives difficult: illnesses, death of a loved one, pain, responsibility for a person who is ill, loneliness just to mention the most common ones. It seems that there is no way that one can escape those difficulties that life can throw at us. All of us have to deal with these sorts of happenings in our lives sooner or later. Therefore I have asked myself the question: what do we need to do to be fully equipped to handle those difficult situations as well as possible? I am always amazed how much the Bible has to offer, no matter what life situation we may be experiencing. Especially in difficult times, we can learn a lot from the Bible.
Today we are looking at the very famous story about the Miraculous Draught of Fishes from the Gospel of Luke. And this story can hopefully give us an insight in how we can better handle the challenges in life that we may be facing at any time.

But first of all I would like to raise a more fundamental issue:  Why should we assume that this Bible story can teach us something about our own lives in this world that we live in now? The simple answer is: Bible stories have always been applied to the circumstances of different life situations, in different decades and parts of the world, and so we too will try and see what we can learn from this precious book for us today in the 21st Century here in London. Just to give you an example of how this story has been interpreted in the 15th century: the famous Swiss Painter Konrad Witz painted a very beautiful picture of the scene of the “Miraculous Draught of Fish” in 1444. And he located Jesus and his disciples on the Lake of Geneva, instead of Lake Genezareth. The Lake of Geneva was an area he was familiar with, and therefore he applied the story to what he knew. By the way this very special painting can be seen at the Musée d'Art et d'Histoire in Geneva.
So let us picture again the situation in the story. Let us imagine the strong and experienced fisherman Simon working all night in order to catch fish. He absolutely needed to catch something, as this is how he earned his living. And also he knew his job, he knew how he had to go about it in order to make it work. But this particular night it just would not work – he could not catch a single fish. That would be like us working all day long, and then not getting paid at the end of the day. And it is also comparable to when we do our best in order not to think of what is difficult in our lives, but we just do not manage; or when we do our best to look after a sick partner but there is still no improvement in sight; or when we try not to feel lonely but just do not manage it. So in short, every situation when we have tried everything, but it was not of much help. And how do we usually react: We give up or get frustrated and we might feel even more lonely and sad. 
But imagine someone comes from the outside and tells you: You just have to try again and it will be alright. Would you believe this person? Probably you are now thinking that you would believe it, if it was Jesus saying that to you, as we heard it in the story. But at the time when this incident happened, Simon Peter did not really know who Jesus was. He must have heard of him, but he was not directly part of the crowds who were listening to Jesus talking. He was standing a bit aside near his boat, cleaning the fishing nets. And still when Jesus invited him to go out with the boat again and try to catch some fish, he overcame his disbelief and did as he was told. And as we all know he was rewarded greatly for his trust in Jesus.

Does this sound too easy for you? Life can be much more complicated than that. But if we look at the story again, we know that Simon Peter had tried very hard before he had the encounter with Jesus and he had learnt how to deal with failure and to go home with an empty stomach. So it is not that success came from nothing but instead he really had to fight for it. And because he was not giving up he went out again to try his luck when Jesus asked him to do so. So overcoming his disappointment and lack of trust paid off in the end.

This story is also symbolic for Simon Peter becoming a ‘fisher of men’ as he is called later on in the story. And we here at the Swiss Church are all called to be fishers of men and women. As we are trying to reach a higher number of people coming to the Swiss Church, we all are called to actively think of whom we could invite. And if someone is coming along we should do everything we can to make this person feel welcome. Because we are all called by Jesus to become fishers of men, and even if it is a difficult and challenging process we have to trust and continue giving our best as individuals and as a church.

But to come back to the initial question: How can we learn to deal with difficulties in our lives? I think the lesson we can all learn from this story is that there can be change if we try again and again and we do not lose trust in ourselves and in others. And we always have to remember that Jesus has faith in us and in our abilities to handle those difficulties and that he does not let us down. 

Amen
